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Introduction

A

n unsettled issue that still plagues scholars today is whether or not Marcion
and his canon substantially effected the formation of the Canon of Scripture that was eventually ratified by the western church through the Councils
of Hippo (A.D. 393) and Carthage {A.D. 397 and 419).2 Recently, in a cover
story for the "Science and Ideas" section of U. S. News and World Report, Jeffery
Sheler, writing on the formation of the early church, stated that the controversy
involving Marcion had a profound impact on the formation of the New Testament. 3 As She leI' writes to a popular audience and reflects the majority view of
scholars, he is promoting an idea that first and second-century evidence does
not support. Marcionism and other second-century heresies did not force the
early church to produce its own set of authoritative writings in self-defense. By
early to mid-second century, many churches already had their own collections
of inspired writings, writings that had canonical authority and were similar to
each other. These collections were regarded as authoritative and distinct from
all other religious writings.
Our earliest evidence of a canonical list that was later collectively agreed
upon by the West comes from a list of twenty-seven authoritative books that
comprised a New Testament listed by Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, as part
of his A.D. 367 Easter letter. Later, under Augustine's guidance, the West collectively agreed on the same books of the New Testament under Augustine's guidance at the councils of Hippo in A.D. 393 and Carthage in A.D. 397 and 419. 4
This canon has been used by most of Christianity up to the present time with the
exception of the Revelation of John in the East. An important consideration
regarding this issue is that there did not appear to be an urgency for leaders of
the various areas to come to a collective agreement on a definitive canon during
or shortly after Marcion proclaimed his false teachings in the second century.s
In fact, after hearing Marcion's view of God and Scripture at a special hearing
before the church leaders at Rome, they immediately excommunicated Marcion
from the church.6 H Marcion and other heretics had been such an imminent

threat to the proper proclamation of the gospel due to lack of agreement on
Scripture or its meaning, it seems that the church would ha:e resp~nd~d mo:-e
slowly to heretics and worked on developing a common set of authorItatlve wrItings. In reality, one finds evidence from a second-century witness, Irenaeus, that
the church already had a firm Scripture, and therefore recognized heresy according to how a heretic altered or misrepresented existing Scripture (Heresies
3.15.1).
Not until the end of the fourth century, in which the Roman government
influenced the church, did the Western Christians desire an agreed-upon official
(canonical) list of authoritative New Testament writings; this basic canon of authoritative Scripture had already been agreed upon unofficially in most areas for
centuries. Therefore, if Marcion and other heretics such as Valentinus did not
cause the church to form an authorized canon of Scripture, one needs to ask if
Marcion caused the churches in the various regions to change their perspective
regarding the value of different parts of Scripture. Did Marcion change the
church's mind on the value of any particular part or parts of the New Testament,
and did he really force the church to canonize in response to his heretical work?

Prevailing View of Marcion's Influence on
New Testament Canonization
John Knox (1942) is a good representative of that majority view in the
mid-twentieth century which perpetuated the view of earlier scholarship. Knox
said that when Marcion set aside a certain set of books as important for his
community with unduplicated value, he had effectively closed the canon for his
community7; he said that Marcion did not appropriate one of four Gospels, but
instead worked with a more primitive form that was known as The Gospel, which
required little editing. s Knox and many others look at the church's New Testament development as a reaction to Marcion's heretical work, which resulted in a
New Testament creation occurring sometime between the time of Justin (A.D.
150) and Irenaeus (A.D. 175). His proof is that Justin never mentions a New
Testament, but Irenaeus does. 9 In addition, Knox states that through the
Muratorian Canon and the writings of Irenaeus and Tertullian, the idea of a New
Testament clearly came into focus first at Rome. Io
Knox lays out the canonization process for the New Testament as follows:
1) the early church had Jewish Scripture and the words of Jesus, which had
authority from the very beginning starting with oral tradition; 2) Paul's letters
had been published by many prior to the closing of the first century; and 3)
starting with Irenaeus, there was a New Testament established that had full
status and authority alongside the original Jewish Scriptures. New Testament
canonization occurred in order to combat heresy, which was becoming a widely
recognized problem by the time of Irenaeus. Knox went on to say that the church
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broke the force of Marcion's authority by absorbing his Scripture and adding it
to their existing Jewish Scripture, the Septuagint. l1 In a preliminary summary,
Knox states,
We may conclude, then, that the more conservative churches, confronted
with the facts that various "heretics" and particularly Marcion had exalted
certain apostolic writings to the status of Scripture, were forced either to
canonize these writings on their own part or else to appear less appreciative of them than their adversaries. The choice here was so clear that it is
probably false to call it a choice at all: they canonized the writings, but
they did so by adding them to their traditional Scripture, not by substituting them for that Scripture. 12

E. C. Blackman (1948) agrees with Knox's conclusion that Marcion had
the first closed canon. 13 Blackman goes on to say that because Irenaeus did not
treat Pauline letters as canonical, it is safe to say that Marcion made up his mind
about the canonical authority of Paul's letters before the church as a whole
did. 14 The present writer believes that this is a defective premise because it implies that the various regions of Christendom of this era had no individual rulings
on whether Paul should be considered authoritative or not. 15 Evidence drawn from
study of textual sources, the early church fathers, and heretical sources testifies
the opposite. This paper will demonstrate that churches in general accepted the
four Gospels and a collection of Paul's letters as authoritative Scripture prior to
Marcion's false teachings.
The difference between Blackman's and Knox's perspectives is that
Blackman states that there would have been a New Testament canon without
Marcion's heresy. He states that many of the Hellenists were more interested in
the New Testament than the Old Testament writing, which was a little foreign to
them. 16 Blackman's summary ideas on Marcion's influence parallel Brooke F.
Westcott's in that they agree that Marcion may have had the first published
canon, but that there was a general consensus among early church writers showing that there had not been a need to pronounce a universal judgment on the
authenticity of the works. The shaping of the New Testament was gradual; therefore, there would have been a New Testament canon without Marcion. 17
Bruce Metzger's (1987; 1997) argument follows Blackman's line of reasoning on some levels, but projects an earlier start for canon development. He
makes an important distinction between the fundamental idea of canonicity (canonical authority) versus the publication of an official list of authorized books
(canon), 18 whereas F. F. Bruce states that it is nearer the truth to say that Marcion's
canon accelerated the process of fixing the church canon, a process that had
already begun in the first half of the second century. 19 It is true that a process of
collecting authoritative apostolic writings, which started in the first century,
was well under way by the beginning of the second century. Yet, we possess no
evidence that indicates that Marcion and/or other heretics forced the church
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immediately to publish a universally fixed New Testament canonical list; this did
not occur for the West until the end of the fourth century, which was over two
hundred years after Marcion's heresy.
F. F. Bruce (1987) sees the heretical work of such individuals such as
Marcion and Valentinius as innovation. He states that the church responded in
two primary ways: 1) by forming a rule of faith called the apostolic tradition, and
2) by defining the identity of the Bible. 20 He goes on to say, "Where the interpretation of the Bible was at issue, there was a tendency to maintain that only the
catholic church had the right to interpret it, because the Bible was the church's
book; but in the Marcionite controversy an answer had to be given to the more
fundamental question: What is the Bible?"21 Irenaeus helps to answer Bruce's
question regarding the identity of the Bible in the second century, telling us that
a definitive Bible exists, which he calls "the Scripture."

The Evidence
Textual
The Gospels. Although we do not have an early-second century codex
containing all four Gospels, that does not prove that they did not yet exist. Bruce
notes that 1p45, an early third-century Alexandrian codex,22 contained the fourfold Gospel and Acts. It was also very possible that 1p75, a late second-century or
early third-century Alexandrian codex could have easily contained all four Gospels, although its present state only witnesses to two (Luke and John).23 Even the
small fragment called 1p52, from an early second-century codex which only contains a small portion of John, might have originally contained all four Gospels. 24
Paul's Letters. Regarding Paul, the oldest textual evidence to which we
currently have access is 1p46, dating earlier than the time of Tertullian. This manuscript gives textual evidence of an early Pauline corpus that existed in the midsecond century. Kim notes paleographical evidence which indicates that 1p46 is
actually a late first-century or early second-century document. 25
Most scholars today agree that Marcion modified and used an existing
Pauline collection. 26 Blackman looks at Harnack's critical work and states that
Marcion did not change as much of the New Testament Scripture as is credited
to him; he was merely following the Western text which was available.27 After
carefully studying the Pauline corpus that Marcion used, John Clabeaux concludes that Marcion's role was not to create a new text but to adapt and modify
an already existing Pauline corpus. 28 As Clabeaux drew his work to a close, he
stated that the so-called Western text that Marcion used as the basis of his edition of the Pauline corpus was probably a product of the East. He went on to
state that this would explain the high frequency of agreement between Old Latin
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"1" and some of the distant Eastern Versions. The text type that he used could
have already enjoyed a fairly broad circulation. 29

as that according to Luke and the Fourth Gospel as that according to John. He
then goes on to discuss John's letters (Muratorian Canon 1-30).
A.s one moves from the middle to the closing of the second century, one
finds a church father, Irenaeus (A.D. 130-200), who was probably a native of
Asia Minor, who listened to Polycarp as a boy in Smyrna, studied in Rome, and
eventually became the bishop of Lyons in France. Being a well-traveled Christian leader and apologist, he states that the gospel proclamation consists of four
Gospels, those according to John, Luke, Matthew, and Mark (Heresies 3.11.8). In
addition to listing the four specific Gospels that make up "the gospel," Irenaeus
answers our main question regarding Marcion's influence on the New Testament
canon. He says that Marcion and his followers have mutilated "the Scriptures"
by not acknowledging some writings at all and shortening the Gospel according
to Luke and the letters of Paul (Heresies 3.12.12}.3H
Paul's Letters. As early as A.D. 68, we have evidence through 2 Pet. 3:1516 that Paul's letters were being collected and treated authoritatively as Scripture. 39 Clement of Rome, writing no later than A.D. 96, alluded to parts of a fairly
large Pauline collection and used them authoritatively along with the Gospel
according to Matthew. Polycarp, writing the Philippians around A.D. 107, quoted
Eph. 4:26 as part of sacred Scriptures. He said, "For I have been persuaded that
you have been trained in the sacred Scriptures," and then went on to quote Eph.
4:26 (Philippians 12}:1Il Through Hippolytus, we learn that Basilides (ca. A.D.
130), an older contemporary of Marcion, stated that Scripture said (~ ypa<p~
AEYEL), "Not through the taught words of human wisdom, but through the teachings of the Spirit, ... " This initial part of the sentence is a direct quote in its
Greek form with 1 Cor. 2:13a, but Basilicles did change 2:13b to fit his message. 41 In addition, Basilides used the formula WS YEyparTTaL (as it has been
written) to introduce his combining of Rom. 8:22 with 8:19b.'12

Apostles and Early Church Fathers
The Gospels. Papias (A.D. 60-130), bishop of Hierapolis (H.E. 2.15; 3.36),
is presently our earliest-known patristic witness who discusses more than one
Gospel; he discusses both Matthew and Mark per Eusebius (H.E. 3.39). F. F.
Bruce notes that when Clement of Rome (a Western witness) wrote the Corinthians
at the close of the first century appealing for unity, he used the words of Jesus as
being at least on a level of authority with those of the prophets, as he quotes
parts of the Sermon on the Mount (1 Clement 13.1-2}.30 Bruce Metzger notes
that Clement made definite allusions to Romans, Galatians, Philippians, Ephesians,
and Hebrews. 31 An Eastern witness, Polycarp's letter to the Philippians, written
about A.D. 107, reveals that Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna (H.E. 5.24), used quotes
and/ or direct allusions to Matthew, Luke, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians,
Ephesians, 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, 1 Peter, and 1 and 2 John as
authoritative writings. 32 This single letter shows a large group of authoritative
New Testament writings, all considered part of an authoritative canon by Polycarp.
These early witnesses, coupled with Peter's earlier witness that Paul's work was
being twisted as other Scripture (2 Pet. 3:15-16), demonstrate that the early
church used the gospel witnesses of the apostles and a collection of Paul's letters
as an authoritative canon of works inspired by God.
Through Justin Martyr, one finds that it is normal for the Gospels (Memoirs of the Apostles; 1 Apology 66) and/or the prophets to be read during Sunday
worship services, which was followed by an exhortation to imitate the good things
thus learned (1 Apology 67.3-4.}.33 Justin shows that it is normal for local churches
to have and read from multiple Gospels and the Old Testament. Tatian, a student
of Justin, helps one pin down the number of Gospels. After Justin's martyrdom
in A.D. 165, Tatian went back to his native Assyria and produced a single Gospel,
the Diatessaron, from the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John,
using John as his general framework. 34 Tatian's Diatessaron links Justin's multiple Gospels to the four Gospels that were known to individuals such as Irenaeus
simply as "the Gospel."35
Further early evidence comes from an author of an apocryphal work called
the "Gospel of Peter." Its author, probably writing in Syria or Asia Minor, also
drew on all four canonical Gospels to write a Gospel according to Peter around
the mid-second century.36 This apocryphal work again shows usage of the four
canonical Gospels as a norm for its day. Another witness of this time period, the
Muratorian canon, provides a partial list offour GospelsY The first two Gospels
are missing from the fragment, but the fragment explicitly names the third Gospel

Irenaeus' View of Marcion's Canonization
Irenaeus makes it perfectly clear that Marcion and his followers have taken
their canon from an existing definitive set of authoritative Christian works that
Irenaeus calls "the Scriptures." Irenaeus strengthens this thought by saying that
the rest of the heretics in his day do not reduce "the Scriptures," they pervert the
interpretation of it (Heresies 3.12.12). lrenaeus goes on to say that Luke's work
(Acts) regarding the acts and doctrines of the apostles is sound and that the
teachings of the apostles are constant, reliable, and accessible to all (Heresies
3.15.1). A little later in his work, Irenaeus gives us a fuller idea of what Scripture
is comprised when he says that Jesus Christ is the Son of God as He has personally
testified, as the apostles confess, and as the prophets announced (Heresies 3. 17.4).
In a different work, lrenaeus gives us an idea of the importance of reading both
the Old Testament writings and the Gospel witnesses. He says that the followers
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of Marcion and all other heretics who say that "the Prophets" were from a different god other than the One announced in "the Gospel" need to read with
earnest care the Gospels and prophets in order to find out the whole account of
the suffering of the Lord (Heresies 4.6.34).

Notes
IBruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and
Significance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 98.
2Jeffery L. Sheler, "Days of the Martyrs: In the Second and Third Centuries, Politics
and Persecution Forged a Global Faith," U.S. News and World Report, April 16, 2001,44.

Conclusion
Is there any reason to doubt Irenaeus when he says that Marcion and his
followers have perverted "the Scriptures" by removing the parts that they did
not want? Irenaeus was well traveled from Asia Minor to Rome to Lyons and
eventually became the bishop of Lyons. In addition to saying specifically that
Marcion and his followers had removed parts from the Scriptures, Irenaeus stated
that the majority of the heretics recognized the Scriptures as they existed; their
problem was that they misinterpreted the Scriptures (Heresies 3.12.12). By saying that Marcion and his followers had perverted the Scriptures by removing
portions of it and others had misinterpreted the Scriptures, Irenaeus clearly
understood that there was an authoritative group of New and Old Testament
writings by the mid-second century.43
Although we do not have an assortment of early lists telling us which New
Testament writings were used at the various times and places, we have an assortment of early evidence from texts, church fathers, and heretics, that conclusively
shows that Marcion was not the first to use a Gospel and a collection of Paul's
work as authoritative Scripture. We noted above that Irenaeus was not the first
orthodox Christian leader to consider Paul's letters as Scripture; there were many
before him including Peter who had said that Paul's letters were being distorted
by the untaught and unstable as they did also the rest of Scripture (2 Pet. 3:1516). Other early witnesses such as Clement of Rome and Polycarp, who referred
to Eph. 4:26 as sacred Scripture (Philippians 12), show that Paul's letters were
treated as authoritative at an early time. Regarding the Gospels, we have early
witnesses such as Papias, Polycarp, Justin Martyr, Titian, the Muritorian Canon,
and Irenaeus who clearly show early Gospel collection.
In addition to textual, orthodox, and heretical evidence that shows existing collections of Gospels and Pauline letters in use prior to Marcion, I conclude
by posing a question. If Marcion and other heretics were such a great threat to
orthodox churches, why did it take so long for the churches from different areas
to gather and to publish collectively an authorized list of Scriptures? Not until
the end of the fourth century did a large group of Christians, the Western church,
decide collectively to set a canon at the Councils of Hippo (A.D. 393) and Carthage
(A.D. 397 and 419).

3Metzger, 1he Canon of the New Testament, 211-12, 237-38.
4John Knox, Marcion and the New Testament (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1942),1-2. Marcion came to Rome around A.D. 130 and was expelled around 140 because he had gone against orthodox Christianity proclaiming that the God of the Old
Testament was not the God of grace proclaimed in the New Testament. Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem, trans. by Ernest Evans (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972),4.5.269-73; 5.221.513-641. What is important to us is that Marcion viewed Paul as the great apostle of
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and drew on all four of them as he wrote his. This view is opposed by individuals such as
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John Crossan and Helmut Koester who advocate the writing of the Gospel of Peter prior
to the Four Gospels. An interesting point in his argument came with his discussion of
how the author of the Gospel of Peter identified the first day of the week, which we
presently call Sunday. In the early church, all of the Gospel writers normally referred to
Sunday as "the first day of the week" (Illav aa~~(hwv), but later (as early as the writing
of Revelation [1:10]), it was called "the Lord's Day (~ KVPWKT] ~IlEpa)." The author of
the Gospel of Peter (9.35-T~S" OE VVKTL ~S" ElTEcpwaKEv ~ KVPLWcrj and [12.50-"Opepov
OE T~S" KVPWK~S" MapL<ill ~ MayoaATwrj, (from a TLG search)]) calls it "the Lord's Day."
This places the Gospel of Peter later than the Four Gospels. Yet, it would seem that it
could have been written as early as sometime in the late first-century around the time
that John wrote Revelation.

HebreW-lIn) in the first half and then added the balance from his general understanding of Scripture. Ephesians 4:26 appears identical, opyl(ECJeE Kal IlTJ clllapTcivETE' 6
~ALOS" IlTJ E1TLOVETW ElTl T0 lTapopywll0 UilwV ("Being angry, do not sin," and, "Do not
let the sun go down on your anger"). The Greek source for the apostolic fathers is the
Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG), CD- ROM ed.

:16Schneemelcher, New Testament Apocrypha, 36. The Muratorian Canon implies
that Bishop Pius has not been dead long (lines 73-77) and that Valentinius and Miltiades
have composed a new psalm book for Mar'cion (lines 82-83).lt appears that the Muratorian
Canon was written when Marcion was still alive and not too much after Bishop Pius died,
which was around A.D. 154 (The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3d ed.,
1292).
37As a note of interest: When Irenaeus is refuting the Ebionites, Irenaeus considers
Luke and Acts combined as part of "the Gospel," which has been made known through
Luke. Irenaeus tells the Ebionites that they should reject Luke's work if they reject Paul
as one of the elect of God. He stated that they should reject Luke's work because he
testifies of Paul's authenticity and then proceeds to quote Acts 9:'1, 15-16, which shows
Jesus' personal call of Paul into Christian ministry (Heresies 3.15.1). Irenaeus discusses
information from Acts and Paul's letters as Scripture (Heresies 3.12.9). W. A. Strange,
lIte Problem of the Text of Acts (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 180.
Strange seems puzzled because Justin Martyr writes of Jesus' post-resurrection appearance in such a way that he seamlessly combines Luke 24:25, 44ff. with Acts 1:8 (1
Apology 50.12; ovval-lLV ... Aa~ovTES"). He is mystified because Justin's work shows an
awareness of Luke but not Acts. This might be another case where Luke and Acts are
known together as Luke.

3USecond Peter 3:15-16 (A.D. 68: See Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction,
4th rev. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 843-44, for a discussion on
possible dating of 2 Peter). 3:15 KaL T~V TOU Kvplov ~IlWV llaKpOeVlllav aWTllplav ~YElCJeE,
KaeWS" KaL 6 ciyalTllTOS" ~Ilwv ciOEACPOS" TIauAoS" KaTcl TTJV OOeElCJav aiJT<ii CJocplav EypmjJEv
Ulltv, 3:16 WS" KaL EV miCJaLS" E1TLCJToAaLS" AaAWV EV aVTatS" lTEpL TOVTWV, EV aLS" ECJTLV
OUCJVOllTU TLva, a ot cillaeElS" KaL ciCJT~PLKTOL CJTPE~AODCJLV WS" KaL TclS" AOL1TclS" ypacpclS"
lTpoS" TTJV tolav aVTwv alTWAELaV NA:!7 (3:15 "Al1d consider the patience of our Lord as
salvation just as our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom which
had been given to him, 3:16 as even in all (his) letters are saying concerning these things
in which there are difficult things to understand that the unlearned and insincere are
distorting as (they do) the other Scriptures leading to their own destruction"). All translations are the present author's unless otherwise noted .
.19After telling the Philippians that he thinks that they have been well trained in the
sacred Writings (Tats" LEpaLS" ypacpaLS"), he states that the following has been declared in
these (holy) writings (wS" TalS" ypacpaLS" TaVTaLS" ELPllTaL), "Be ye angry and sin not
(6pyl(ECJeE Kal. IlTJ clllapTuvETE), " and, "let not the sun go down upon your wrath" (6
~ALOS" IlTJ E1TLOVETW ElTl lTapopywll0 Ullwv; Philippians 12). This quotation appears to
come directly from Eph. 4:26 in which Paul quoted Psa. 4·:5 (Septuagint-6pyl(ECJeE

40Westcott and Bruce state that Basilides quotes 1 Cor. 2: 13 as Scripture (Westcott, p.
301; Bruce, p. 122). This partial quote (1 Cor. 2:13a) has been modified to change the
meaning as follows: the final participial clause was changed from lTvEvllaTLKoLS"
lTvEVllaTLKcl CJVYKPLVOVTES" (by spiritual means comparing spiritual things) to AEy0IlEVll
(which it [Scripture] says for itself).
41Westcott and Bruce state that Basilides is quoting Rom. 8: 19, 22 after introducing
his proof text with the phase, "As it has been written." (Westcott, p. 301; Bruce, p. 122).
WS" YEypalTTaL, CPllCJl' Kal ~ KTLCJLS" aVTTJ CJVCJTEVU(EL KaL CJvvwolvEL IlEXPL TOU vuv [ef.
Rom. 8:22] 7.25.2 TTJV alTOKuAvtlJLV TWV vLwv TOU eEOU alTEKOEXOIlEvll [d. Rom. 8: 19b].
Basilides quoted by Hippolytus in his work Refutation of All Heresies (parts of 7.25.1-2).
(English: "As it has been written, it is being said that the creation itself is groaning and
suffering together until now [ef. Rom. 8:22] 7.25.2 waiting the revelation of the sons of
God" [ef. Rom. 8:19b]).
42Remember that we had noted above that Irenaeus had said that Marcion's followers and all other heretics who were saying that "the Prophets" were from a di±Ierent god
other than the One announced in "the Gospel" needed to read with earnest care both
"the Gospel" and "the Prophets" in order to find out the whole account of the suffering
of the Lord (Heresies 4.6.34). To Irenaeus, the Old Testament was an important part of
"the Scripture."
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